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Abstract

I am invested in the idea of painting as a container for the psychological. Much of my
research is concerned with the role of gothic fiction as a means of processing individual
and collective fears and anxieties during times of rapid social, technological, and political change. Drawing a connection between literary fiction and the fiction of the painted
image, I attempt to translate some of the ambitions of fiction writing into the realm
of painting. I have a proclivity for the fantastical and the melancholic, which have
remained as abiding themes in my work at RISD. This thesis will consist of a series of
essays that present the research and thoughts motivating my work and address where
my work points toward outside of itself.

Weather and the Landscape, Frankenstein, The Gothic
Gothic narratives frequently use weather, landscape, and setting to convey
aspects of the plot and communicate the inner conditions of characters. Functioning as
narrative devices, these elements are often used metonymically: the storm standing in
for rage or a violent act; or as foreshadowing, as often seen in film – the shot of brewing storm clouds; there is often a thick, obscuring fog, as the Gothic involves something
sinister taking place just below the surface. By virtue of showing rather than telling,
these elements emit atmosphere carrying an emotional and psychological resonance
that pervades the narrative, allowing events to unfold within an immersive fictional
world.
When Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein, Europe was in the midst of a climate
disaster. Mount Tambora, a volcano in what is now Indonesia, had erupted, sending
vast plumes of dust and ash into the atmosphere. Reports from Europe and North
America starting in 1816 describe strange and alarming skies. In Europe it was dark
for a period of weeks. The year was remembered as “The Year Without a Summer,” as it
snowed through July. Crops failed for three consecutive years, causing starvation and
food riots. Shelley famously wrote the story shortly after the onset of this chaos, during
a leisurely stay at the Villa Diodati by Lake Geneva, among friends including Lord Byron. Shut in because of the storms and cold, Byron suggested the group write and share
ghost stories to entertain eachother. Shelley published Frankenstein two years later.1
Weather pervades every aspect of Shelley’s story and seems to appear on nearly
every page. The first big storm in the novel comes as a revelation to Victor Frankenstein.
While watching as “a stream of fire issued from an old beautiful oak” that has been
struck by lightning, Frankenstein decides he will dedicate his life to studying science.
Only later in the story does he realize the storm was an omen, “the last effort made by
the spirit of preservation to avert the storm that was even hanging in the stars.”2
The framing and final setting in the novel is the barren ice sheets of the Arctic
Ocean where Frankenstein has chased his monster, vowing revenge for the murder of
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his family. It is worth noting here that 1818, the year the book
was published, was the first year of the era of Artic exploration, issuing a tide of Polar Discovery Expeditions. As the first
photographs of the territory were not to come for another fifty
years, the Arctic of Shelley’s novel was, in the words of author,
Christopher Small, “no geographical Arctic, but an Arctic of the
mind.”1 In the novel, the arctic embodies the total emptiness and
Image: Cover illustration by Bernie Wrightson.

isolation of the characters, whose passions have driven them to
end of the Earth. So the landscape is as much psychological as
it is physical. The two meet their fate in this landscape. Frankenstein, having pursued the monster for several years, dies of
exhaustion and exposure, the consequence of his irresponsibility
to the technology he created. And the monster, having no hope
of being accepted in the world, walks further into the glacier,
saying “I shall seek the most northern extremity of the globe; I
shall collect my funeral pile, and consume to ashes this miserable frame, that its remains may afford no light to any curious

Image: George Back (1796-1878). View in the
Arctic Regions; a ship probably HMS Terror.
British Museum. Dept. of Prints and Drawings

and unhallowed wretch who would create such another as I
have been.”2
Gilda Williams, in her essay on gothic art in the
contemporary, points out that the gothic always presents “two
things that should have remained apart – madness and science;
the living and the dead; technology and the human body; …
innocence and corruption – are brought together with terrifying
consequences.”3 The desperation and tragedy in Frankenstein is
of course a result of the meeting of two things, namely technology and the human body - but what I find the most compelling
and meaningful aspect of the novel might only be interpreted in

Image: William H. Pierce, 1864. Believed to be some
of the first photographs taken of icebergs.
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such capacity through the lens of presentism. Reading the novel two hundred years
after it was written, in an era of rising carbon levels, descriptions of storms and the
arctic register a particular significance - lending literality and weight to what has
traditionally been considered a narrative device meant to intensify more crucial plot
elements. As contemporary context rearranges the hierarchies in Shelley’s writing,
images of weather and landscape begin to overlay those of science and technology,
forming a kind of superimposition in the novel from which new relevant content
might be interpreted. Though I use the word new to describe the nuance that contemporary anxieties around climate and landscape yield in the reading of the novel,
this interpretation does not veer significantly from Shelley’s more abiding intentions
of illustrating man’s hubris in challenging nature. In fact, it could be said that the
story exemplifies the gothic’s function as a container for processing the anxieties of
the modern era. Concluding her essay, Williams writes, “The gothic returns, in sum,
as an enduring term particularly serviceable in periods of crisis – today as it did in
late eighteenth century, as an escape valve for the political, artistic and technological
crisis underway.”1
Shelley’s writing is not the only imagery of landscape from the Romantic
Period to take on added meaning in the contemporary; by year 2020 all images of
the landscape encounter such mediation, suffusing the picturesque with a sense of
tragedy and ephemerality, and the sublime with doom. The question left over after
accepting this pertains to the use of weather and landscape as metaphor: as our understanding of the literal thing shifts, how is the meaning in its metaphorical version
altered? My project begins with this question, examining how images of weather and
the landscape might function metonymically in painting given our shifting perception and relationship to the environment.
It could be said that what we are seeing now is a kind of literalization of literature. The metaphor of the storm to reflect dread, doom and anxiety now refers to
its empirical self and to climate change, the literal source of anxiety, the fictionality
1
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of such images being destabilized by their resemblance to reality. In his novel 10:04, Ben Lerner
uses the phrase “Poetics of modal instability. Pushed past the point of collapse,” which could be
taken to describe the way in which reality has come to resemble myth as the apocalyptic takes on
an ecological mode. 1
Where this instability becomes further apparent
is in the mythos of science fiction. Though apocalyptic
narratives have probably been around since the advent of
creation myths, their modern version came about in and
1960s, 70s, and 80s during the cold war, as science fiction
grew into what it is recognized as today, eventually dividing into subgenres like cyberpunk, dystopian, AI, dying
earth, apocalyptic, etc. The futurist narratives of science
fiction are somewhat unique in their relationship to reality
in that they exist, at least temporally, as possibility. Several
decades after the publication of works such as Neuromancer, many people find resemblance in William Gibson’s
Cover of Myths of the Near Future
by J.G. Ballard, 1982

fictional world of 2035 and the world now, these instances
of believability after the fact lending the genre a kind of
predictive power.1
What became of primary interest in my paintings
of the landscape had to do with how perceptions of the
landscape could be mediated or altered through the technological means by which the landscape is viewed. How
we see the landscape has fundamentally changed since the
Romantic Period through the invention of photography
- and most recently, through satellite and drone photography. A museum docent in front of a Picasso or Braque
might comment that the reconfiguration and distortion of
depicted space in cubism came about at a time when there

Image: Cover of Neuromancer by
William Gibson, 1984. Cover art by
Micheal Whelan 2020
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NASA Satellite image of
Hurricane Dorian, 2019

View from Predator
Drone

were new ways of seeing the world. The early twentieth century saw the advent of airplanes and
aerial photography. This piece of background information exemplifies the influence technology
has on our visual vocabulary in the modern era – there is a kind of impossible vantage point
made possible through technology that alters our understanding of the world. The event of the
landscape being viewed through the lens of such technologies is, in a sense, a kind of superimposition of technology and the landscape that resembles the overlay I described occurring in
Frankenstein.
As I began to consider the implications of painting the landscape from the point of
view of a satellite or drone, a continuous tension arose between the serene and picturesque
quality of the images and the knowledge that their sourcing and legibility was made possible
through weaponized technologies. In continuing the series of paintings, this tension became
something to aim for, a possible expression of the complexity of our contemporary relationship
to the landscape.
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Hurricane, 2019
Oil on canvas, 24 x 30”
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It Still Moves, 2019
Oil on canvas, 30 x 18”
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At Night, 2019
Oil on canvas, 24 x 30”
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Pyramid, 2019
Oil on canvas, 24 x 30”

Pink Cloud, 2019
oil on canvas, 24 x 30”
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Cloud Diptych, 2019
Oil on canvas, 30 x 60”
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Ruins
“Our glance lingers over the debris of a triumphal arch, a portico, a pyramid, a temple,
a palace, and we retreat into ourselves; we contemplate the ravages of time, and in our
imagination we scatter the rubble of the very buildings in which we live over the ground;
in that moment solitude and silence prevail around us, we are the sole survivors of an
entire nation that is no more. Such is the first tenet of the poetics of ruins.”1
- Dennis Diderot
When viewing ruins, we are subject to the sensation of various temporalities.
The ruined object is a portal to the past, concretizing the existence of past eras; its decay
and fragmentation reveals the force of entropy and embodies the passage of time. But
simultaneously, the ruined object casts us forward, predicting the future of the present
we inhabit – the eventual end of the present era and the survival of its objects. In this
moment, we become keenly aware of the arrow of time, and the reality of our present
moment as a coordinates along its linearity, immediately yet steadily receding further into
the past.
Ruins are haunted in that they carry the past with them into the present. As
Georg Simmel describes, “countless things which, once immersed in life and accidentally
cast on its banks, are by their very nature capable of being easily caught again by its current…the fact that life, with its wealth and its changes, once dwelled here constitutes an
immediately perceived presence.”2 This perceived presence is what generates the intensity
of the aesthetic experience of ruins; it is a puncture in the total separation imposed by
time through which the past flows in to meet the present in physical space, and we sense
the ghosts of the ruin’s past occupants.
The image Diderot conjures of scattering “the rubble of the very buildings in
which we live,” beautifully captures the feeling of being cast into the future before the
ruin. He seems enthralled by the sublime indifference of nature. It is a strange and melancholic thought that the ruin will outlive us; that our bodies eventually resign to what
awaits them, survived by objects and material less vulnerable to the forces of time.
As subject matter in my paintings, the appearance of ruination is intended to
invoke this notion of temporal slippage. In several of my paintings of Roman Heads,
1
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I attempt to enigmatize the reading of the head as a contemplation of a past era through
the use of colors evocative of futuristic aesthetics. The physical ruin from which the image
is sourced, a relic of antiquity thought to be modeled after the likeness of a young girl,
possibly a queen, currently sits in a glass display case in the Greek and Roman wing of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art. It stands as a kind of icon of ruination, instantiating the
giving way of past eras to the present. My color strategy in describing the head draws from
neo-noir aesthetics, which often make use of neon and colored light to depict imagined
futures. In doing so, my intention is to suggest we are seeing the head in a time yet to
come.
We can think of ruination as a continual phenomenon in which we always exist: the objects of the past, sometimes recent past, lingering into the present; our present
existing in a kind of ruination of the past, and so on. What pushes this mode of thinking
further is the ubiquity of the modern ruin. Formed from the forces of failed real estate
speculation, resource depletion or modern economic volatility as much as time, the ruins
of our contemporary period exist, somewhat paradoxically, within the present. The sight
of these modern ruins, the ‘Drosscape’1 named by author and landscape architect Alan
Berger, is like walking through a hall of mirrors, providing a glimpse of our architecture in
its failed state. The perception of presence Simmel describes is especially strong in places
abandoned in recent decades, while in structures built but never occupied, or relegated
to obsolescence even before their completion, there looms a strange ghostly absence, a
potential envisioned but not realized.
My paintings of interiors activate a similar play in temporalities as the Roman
heads, while imagining scenes of modern ruin. In these scenes, the viewer arrives after the
fact, in the wake of a figure – encountering implements recently set down or seemingly
long abandoned, a laptop, a book, papers with writing, fingerprints, a degraded digital
clock. There is no telling when these objects were last touched or who they belonged to;
the absence of the figure looms in the space.

1
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Twilight
The “half-light” of this time characterizes it as the liminal hour of each day, the
time between day and night when the pace of the clock settles and modes of activity subtly
shift to the crepuscular and nocturnal. The light is specific: local color is suffused by the
color of the atmosphere; this compression of the light spectrum produces a soft muted glow
of violet or blue. Trees, buildings, figures, elements that protrude from the landscape are often back lit at this time, appearing in silhouette with a halo of light. The poetics of this light
keep me preoccupied with the idea of describing it in my palette. In many of my paintings, I
attempt to infuse the scene with the mood and associations of night and twilight by applying the colors and optical conditions of these times to the subject matter I am depicting.
It is interesting that the term used to characterize paintings of twilight and night,
nocturne, comes from music, describing a piece inspired by or evocative of the night. James
McNeil Whistler, the first painter known to use the term to describe his work, was inspired
by the moody compositions of Frederic Chopin.1 Whistler even titled his works as though
they were musical compositions performed in paint - compare Nocturne in Black and Gold
to Chopin’s Nocturne in B Flat Minor. When viewing Whistler’s nocturnes, it could be said
that they are about creating an atmosphere or mood in which the viewer can linger. As the
minor key of Chopin’s Nocturne fills a room with a wistful and reflective emotional tenor,
such was the ambition of Whistler’s low light scenes illuminated by flecks of gold paint.
In Whistler’s paintings, atmosphere becomes a kind of place. Though he often
included the location or landmark depicted in the scene within the title, what is recognizable is not any specific architecture or landscape, but rather the light and mood of the scene.
The sense of place is elegantly articulated almost solely through color, as specificity of form
would be superfluous in these scenes. In the sense that painting can communicate placeness
through color and light, twilight could be thought of as a kind of place. I often imagine it
this way in my paintings.

1

Floryan, Whistler
23

At Dawn, 2020
Oil on canvas, 22 x 32”
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Tile Wall Diptych, 2019
Ink on Paper, 17 x 28”
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Roman Head 2, 2020
Oil on canvas, 30 x 24”
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Roman Head 3, 2020
Oil on canvas, 30 x 24”
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Roman Head 4, 2020
Oil on canvas, 30 x 24”
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Roman Head 5, 2020
Oil on canvas, 30 x 24”
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